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Modern German Literature in the High School.* 



By William Hanssler, Yeatman High School, St. Louis. 



Beading shall form the center of instruction in a modern language 
course. 

To this question we teachers ought to devote our whole attention, and 
turn away from the productions in the methodology of language teaching, 
although they may be very valuable in themselves. Writing along this line 
has been vastly overdone during the past ten years and we have gone even 
so far as to dwell upon trifles that practically and theoretically are of 
no use. 

To systematize a course in reading is one of the most difficult prob- 
lems with which we have to deal, and far too little thought has been spent 
upon this important subject. 

As long as the pupils are reading something, what does it matter? 
is the general attitude. 

Every teacher ought to read widely, for only by such reading can we 
hope to do the best for our classes. I think lists of suitable texts ought to 
be drawn up by the joint efforts of all of us teachers. In these lists should 
be columns for easy, intermediate and difficult texts, subdivided into prose 
and poetry, with indications whether the texts are specially suitable for 
boys or girls or well adapted for both sexes. It might be added whether 
the books are recommended for class reading or will do for private study. 
Such lists would prove of great value to all of us. 

I should like to mention the principles under which a selection for a 
course in reading ought to be made : 

1st. We ought to read modern authors ; if possible of our own times. 

2nd. Masterpieces of literature ought to be read, for only these 
masterpieces, in which are reflected the characteristics of their times, 
create a permanent interest. 

3rd. The selections ought always to form a complete whole in them- 
selves, without abbreviations and omissions. Only thus will the pupil be 
able to obtain a clear idea of the work. 

4th. If possible such selections ought to be given as are characteristic 
of the author. 

5th. In making our selection the literary-esthetical point of view 
ought to be the standard. 



* Delivered before the German Section of the Missouri State Teachers' 
Association. 
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6th. We ought to select such material as will excite and maintain the 
interest of the young reader. I think that we forget this too often. Youth 
wants action and no reflection, deeds of daring and no philosophy. 

Tth. The biography of the author should always be given in a clear, 
comprehensible, interesting form, giving as exact a picture as possible. 
These biographical introductions ought always to be written in German. 

It is highly important to find out what the Germans themselves re- 
gard as valuable, and thus correct our own often too one-sided impressions. 

A question more difficult to solve is the following: Does the modern 
German literature deserve to be considered in a course of study in our 
high-schools, and from what point of view are we to determine the selec- 
tions of authors and books ? 

To prevent any misunderstanding that might arise in regard to the 
use of the word "modern" I wish to state expressly that I do not take the 
term "modern" in the restricted sense what German literature has pro- 
duced since 1880. I use it in a wider meaning, and as "modern" I should 
consider those literary productions which have appeared since Goethe's 
death. 

Great and real was the inspiration, the artistic intention and strife 
of modern Germany, of this there is no doubt. But if we sum up what 
this literary epoch has produced of real importance during the last 
quarter of a century in the domain of the drama, a feeling of disappoint- 
ment overcomes us. Out of the host of dramatists only one stands forth 
dominantly, and perhaps a few of his plays will live — Gerhart Haupt- 
mann. The dramas of all the rest cannot even be considered for class 
reading. At least I do not know any modern drama which could be com- 
pared in its artistic value with one of the powerful historical dramas of 
Schiller, or with the masterpieces of a Grillparzer, Kleist, Hebbel, Ludwig, 
or Anzengruber. To these men belongs the future. They, too, are modern 
and for their works we have to clear the way so that they may find a place 
in our schools. 

But what has been said about the drama is not applicable to our 
modern novel and short story (Roman und Novelle). The novel and the 
short story have developed in the last 50 years to a real form of art. 
Germany possesses now a prose literature which surpasses in its artistic 
value the literatures of any of the other great countries. I will mention 
only a few names like Storm, Raabe, Rosegger, Keller, Meyer, Freytag, 
Biehl, Fontane, Hansjakob, Ebner-Eschenbach, to say nothing of the 
generation now in its prime. 

These modern poets portray to us all the phenomena of our present- 
day life and describe to us in their works the problems and ideas as well 
as the aspirations of present times. All their works speak to us intel- 
ligibly, because they employ our language. And as Otto Anthes says in 
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"Dichter und Schulmeister" : "Das wahre Verstandnis auch fiir die 
grossen Dichter der Vergangenheit geht durch das Verstandnis der leben- 
den Dichter. Den Herzschlag jener Dichtnngen werde ich erst verspiiren, 
wenn ich in einer Diehtung meiner Zeit den Herzschlag meiner Zeit ver- 
spiirt, das Blut meiner Zeit kreisen, das Sehnen meiner Zeit schluchzen 
gehort, das Streben meiner Zeit drangen und treiben gefiihlt habe." 
A modern language ought to be the key by which we gain a better under- 
standing of our modern times with their manifold tendencies and cur- 
rents. It should serve as a means to learn to appreciate and judge with 
fairness the strength and weakness of other peoples. All reading in class 
and at home should serve this end and each work should be selected with 
that ideal end of all modern language instruction in mind. ISTo better 
way can be found than by choosing stories which deal with modern Ger- 
many, with the nature and customs of the German people, with Germany's 
culture and intellectual life. "It is my firm belief that the highest aim 
in modern language teaching in our secondary, as apart from technical 
and commercial, schools should always be the imparting of literary train- 
ing and culture, that modern languages should become for this 20th 
century a kind of new humanism not inferior in its refining and elevating 
influences to the great influence that was once exercised by the old human- 
ities of the Renaissance." (Karl Breul, in Die Neueren Sprachen, Bd. 15, 
Heft 2.) 

Examining the lists of the various publishing houses, or looking 
through the lists of books read in the various high schools, one is sur- 
prised to find that nearly one-half of all the texts have little or nothing 
in them really German, except the language, and this is often just as 
counterfeit as the content. These funny and sentimental short stories and 
comedies of the lower regions of writing as Benedix's Eigensinn, Der 
Dritte; Lohmeyer's Der Geissbub von Engelberg; Bliithgen's Das Peterle 
von Nurnberg; Eckstein's Der Besuch im Karzer; Moseys Der Bibliothe- 
Tear; Arnold's Fritz auf Ferien, Rosen's Em Knopf; Zschokke's Der zer- 
brochene Krug, etc. etc., only help to discredit the modern German litera- 
ture in the opinion of the Americans, who have no high opinion of it to 
begin with. 

A glance through the "Report of the Committee of Twelve" de- 
signates as the final requirement in German that the pupil be made con- 
versant with the intellectual life of modern Germany, and what it recom- 
mends for reading is sufficient to show the existence of a healthy endeavor. 
At the same time the Committee says : "Teachers often complain that the 
most of the tales furnished by conspiring editors and publishers are more 
or less mawkish love tales, and they sigh for vigorous stories of adventures 
with this passion left out or made little of. This is a demand which future 
editors may well keep in mind." But after making this correct statement 
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they propose as stories suitable for the elementary course: Baumbaeh's 
Der Schwiegersohn; Hillern's Hoher als die Kirche; Gerstackert Grermels- 
hausen. Besides this they dish up the worthless one-act pieces such as 
Moseys Der ScMmmel; Benedix's Der Prozess; Elz's Er ist nicht eifer- 
silchtig; Wilhelmi's Finer muss heirateti; or Wichert's An der Majorsecke. 
I think the German recitation period is too valuable for such trash and 
we teachers ought not to help to corrupt taste but rather counteract the 
unwholesome appetite of young people for inferior literary products. It 
is time to point to the more recent productions of real poets, which stand 
mountain-high above them and which could be read in American schools 
with great interest and profit. In the proposed list for the "Intermediate 
Course in German" I note with pleasure the presence of such authors as 
Hauff, Freytag, Ebner-Eschenbach, Kiehl, Conrad Ferdinand Meyer, 
Wildenbrueh, and in the "Advanced Course" the names of Grillparzer and 
Kleist among others. 

After dealing with the general subject of reading, it is time to con- 
sider what really is suitable reading in the high school. 

Among the easier selections suitable for the 4th term I should place 
one of Wildenbruelr's boj^hood stories (Der Letzte, Das Oralcel, Neid, Das 
edle Blut) where he emphasizes the universally human element of life and 
the true feeling of the child mind. Others that ought to find a place on 
the list for this term for class or private reading are Marie von Ebner- 
Eschenbach, whose works reveal keen insight, kind heartedness, earnest- 
ness and a delicate sense of humor, Wilhelm Eiehl, Heinrich Hansjakob. 
Of the older authors I should suggest Hauff, one of the best story tellers 
in German literature, and Adalbert Stifter, who gives us in his "Studien" 
(Eochwald, Die Narrenburg, Abbias) such wonderful descriptions of 
nature. 

Short easy modern and at the same time suitable plays for schools are 
difficult to find. Those usually read are unsatisfactory, as I said before, 
and our school children would get nothing but wrong notions about 
German life from reading these farces. 

In the 5th term more difficult prose should be read and the great poet 
Storm ought to find a place here (Der Schimmelreiter, St. Jilrgen, Pole 
Popenspaler *) . The writings of Peter Eosegger also furnish wholesome 
reading and are an excellent contrast to Storm's stories. For private 
reading there could be selected stories by Keller, Conrad Ferd. Meyer, 
Ebner-Eschenbach, or perhaps Kleistfs Michael Kolhaas, a powerful his- 
torical narrative which unrolls before our eyes the important picture of 
German culture in the early days of the Mark Brandenburg. 



* Purposely I did not mention Immensee. This beautiful story ought to be 
read in the last year of high school; then perhaps the pupils are mentally 
mature enough to appreciate the charm of this masterpiece. 
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Especially valuable and adequate for class room reading are in my 
opinion the two collections "Moderne erzahlende Prosa" (in 7 little 
volumes) and the "Schatzkastlein moderner Erzahler" (in 4 volumes) 
edited by Gustav Porger and published by Velhagen und Klasing, Leipzig. 
These volumes are very cheap and contain only stories of real masters. * 

Classes of boys, I should think, would read Liliencron's Kriegs- 
novellen with great interest. His pictures of the war of '70/71 are so in- 
tensely vivid and dramatic that I believe it advisable to place him on 
the list. 

During this term one of Grillparzer's plays may be taken up, e. g., 
Weh' dem, der VugL 

In the last three terms Lessing, Schiller and Goethe would hold the 
central position in the order named. 

The works which I assign here are therefore either for private read- 
ing or, if time permits, to be taken up in class. Por use in these terms 
I suggest one of Kleist's plays, or the play of some other great dramatist. 
Further material could be selected out of Wilhelm Raabe's Gesammelte 
Erzahlungen; and if any teacher should wish a larger choice, I call his 
attention to another master of German prose and excellent portrayer of 
the German landscape: Theodor Fontane, the author of Wanderurigen 
dutch die Mark Brandenburg. 

It must have been noticed that Paul Heyse has not been mentioned, 
but it seems to me that among the works of thii great master "aus dem 
Herzensreich", as Karl Stieler has called him, there is hardly anything 
fitting even for the more mature pupils. 

Surprisingly little attention has been paid here in America to the 
field of German letters, and yet I need only mention the names of Bis- 
marck and Moltke (not to speak of Goethe and Schiller) to indicate how 
much could be derived from these treasures and how useful they could be 



* Another splendid collection of longer stories, with intense action and 
splendid description are the "Mainzer Volks- und Jugendbiicher" (Verlag von 
Jos. Scholz in Mainz). They contain healthy food for boys and girls. I Indi- 
cate a few excellent stories: Gustav Falke, Drei gute Kameraden; Wilhelm 
Lobsien, Pidder Lyng, der Liekendeeler von Sylt , der Freiheitskampf der Sylter 
Friesen gegen Danemark und Festlandsritter ; Joseph Lauff, Der Tucher von 
Koln, eine Schilderung der Kampfe der Zunfte wider die Geschlechter ; Wilhelm 
Kotzde, Die Geschichte des Stabstrompeters Kostmann, was er im Kriege gegen 
Frankreich erlebte; Gustav Falke, Klaus Barlappe, eine Geschichte aus dem 
Handwerkerleben der Gegenwart, etc. etc. 

Other cheap series of the best writers are "Meisternovellen neuerer Erzah- 
ler", 6 vols., published by Max Hesse, Leipzig ; and "Deutsche Humoristen", 
4 vols., published by the "Deutsche Dichter-Gedaehtnisstiftung", Hamburg- 
Grossborstel. The last volume contains "Humoristische Gedichte". 
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made even for school reading. * Another void in the course of German 
reading in our schools is caused by not giving attention to the reading of 
Bismarck's speeches. Our pupils, too, should get acquainted with the 
youngest but most energetic of our classics. ** 

As said before, we ought to give to our pupils a healthy and strong 
prose. The reading of such prose will considerably help to awaken and 
cultivate the pleasure for good literature. 

I sometimes think that we do not read enough. Two or three 
characteristic chapters of a work in prose read in the class room, to show 
the pupils which points are necessary to consider for the correct under- 
standing and judgment, is enough, while the other chapters should be read 
at home. Niemeyer is right when he says in his "Grundziige der Erzie- 
hung und des Unterriehts" : "Man muss in einer Sprache rasch und viel 
lesen, wenn die Sprache bald aufgefasst und selbst liebgewonnen werden 
soil." It may be objected that too much reading involves in itself the 
danger of superficiality. Theodor Waitz refutes this objection in his 
"Allgemeine Padagogik" (§ 25) : "Die Gefahr sprachlicher Oberflachlich- 
keit wird dadurch vermieden, dass man in der Lektiire nur das nach Form 
und Inhalt Mustergultige zulasst, welches eine langer verweilende, tiefer 
eingehende Betrachtung verlohnt, und zwar dieses nur in solcher Ordnung, 
dass der Schiiler seinem jedesmaligen Standpunkt gemass eine Stufen- 
reihe von Schwierigkeiten zu durchlaufen hat, welche ihn mit den eigen- 
tiimlichen Ziigen der fremden Nation allmahlich immer vertrauter werden 
lasst. Zu dieser Strenge muss dann noch die gehorige Durcharbeitung des 
Gelesenen kommen, die den Schiiler in den Stand setzt, es nicht allein 
seinem Inhalt nach im ganzen zu reproduzieren, sondern auch von dem 
Zusammenhang des Einzelnen, der Anordnung und Einteilung, Eigen- 
tumlichkeit des Ausdrucks und wo es sein kann des Schriftstellers selbst 
Eechenschaft zu geben." 

We have spoken of the drama, the novel, and yet if we want to get a 
really deep insight into the soul of the German people, we have to read 



* The following cheap editions will be of interest to the teachers : 

Bismarck, Ausgewahlte Familienbriefe. Herausgegeben von H. Stelling. 
Cotta, Stuttgart und Leipzig. 

Bismarck, Briefe an seine Gattin aus dem Feldzuge 1870/71. ebd. 

Deutsche Briefe, herausgegeben von Henningsen. Spamer, Leipzig. 

Die Meister des deutschen Briefes, von Klaiber und Lyon. Velhagen und 
Klasing, Leipzig. 

Goethes Briefe, Auswahl von Wilhelm Bode ; und Schillers Briefe, Auswahl 
von Eugen Kuhnemann. Verlag der Deutschen Dichter-Gedachnisstiftung, 
Hamburg-Grossborstel. 

** Bismarcks Ausgewahlte Reden, von Baumeister. Buchhandlung des 
Waisenhauses, Halle an der Saale. 
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its lyric poetry, in which we find its aspirations and feelings expressed 
and revealed most perfectly. 

If we ask what attitude do our schools take towards modern poetry, 
we can find the most conclusive answer in the anthologies that have been 
published in the United States. In turning over the leaves of these books 
we are quite sure not to find the names of Morike, Fontane, Oreif , Schon- 
aich-Carolath, Liliencron, Falke, Dehmel, Henckell and Holz, but instead 
of them they are burdened with the ballast of those dead, old gentlemen 
who possess citizenship in our anthologies from time immemorial. First 
of all we have to get rid of these mouldy shopkeepers to make space for 
the vigorous creations of our true lyric poets. 

We teachers are supposed to introduce our pupils into the world of 
beauty, to incite, to stimulate their imagination, to make them susceptible 
to the enjoyment of real poetry, or educate their taste. But how will they 
be able to understand in the higher terms the artistic merit and value of 
the works of art if they have not felt previously the strong and pure 
breath of real poetry? 

If we ask which of the later and latest poets ought to be considered, 
we find it difficult to make a choice, because the number of real poets is 
not small. The following names ought not to be omitted in a modern 
anthology: Benzmann, Bierbaum, Bliithgen, Dehmel, Otto Ernst, Falke, 
Joh. Georg Fischer, Fontane, Greif , Groth, Heyse, Hofmannsthal, Kicarda 
Huch, Droste-Hiilshoff, Hebbel, Henckell, Keller, Isolde Kurz, Lienhard, 
Liliencron, Iingg, Conr. Ferd. Meyer, Agnes Miegel, Morike, Miinch- 
hausen, Frieda Schanz, Schonaich-Carolath, Sehuler, Storm, Strachwitz, 
Lulu von Strauss-Torney, Weber, and Wildenbruch. This circle could be 
easily enlarged. 

In selecting poems special attention ought to be given to the German 
ballad. Fontane and Liliencron have brought this form of poetry again 
into repute. The ballad with its intense action, its setting forth of great 
deeds, its unbroken energy, strength and passion is just the material which 
our pupils would read with deepest interest. In the ballad lives the 
German feeling for nature, its genial natural humor; here we find em- 
bodied the joy in everything great and powerful in history and life ; it has 
its roots in the love for home, country, or struggling mankind. * 



* Three of the finest anthologies which deserve to be recommended are: 
"Das Hausbuch deutscher Lyrik," "Das frohliche Buch", and "Das Balladen- 
buch", edited by Ferdinand Avenarius and published by Georg D. W. Callwey, 
Munehen (M. 3.50 each). The last two are adorned with splendidly executed 
illustrations of masters like BScklin, Klinger, Hans Thoma, Schwind, Angelo 
Jank, Zumbusch, Albert Welti and Cissarz. 
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"How much poetry is to be read will depend upon the interest the 
teacher has in this form of reading and the ability to make it interesting 
to his class. This cannot be too strongly emphasized. It is absurd to 
read poem after poem without comment and then require a number of 
them to be rattled off by hearty with no further ulterior motive than to 
see that the whole class has learned the poems, and to correct the more 
glaring errors in pronunciation. Here too we have to be careful not to 
choose material too difficult for the class. If the poem must go through 
the process of translation the pupils are not ready for it. Nothing is 
better calculated to destroy all love of German poetry than the daily 
translation of poems into the most prosaic prose." (Bagster-Collins, 
German in Secondary Schools) . 

Before leaving this part of the subject I wish to call the attention of 
the teachers to two epic poems in hexameter which may be mentioned after 
Goethe's Hermann und Dorothea, both giving a true picture of German 
life in a perfect poetical form: Hebbel's Mutter und Kmd, a touching 
glorification of maternal love, and Morike's Idyll am Bodensee, a poetic 
narrative of simple beauty and charming humor. It is a pity that teachers 
of German in America do not make use of such superlatively good and 
distinctively German poems. 

Perhaps I have given with too hasty strokes an outline of the broad 
field from which a teacher of German may select his class reading. As I 
have said before: it is a very difficult problem, which may only be 
answered if we all work together with a will ; and there is plenty of work 
for all. 



Handy editions for school purposes are: Consbruch und Klineksieck, 
"Deutsche Lyrik des 19ten Jahrhunderts", Leipzig. Max Heinrich, "Lyrisehe 
und epische Gedichte des 19ten Jahrhunderts ,, ; Freytag, Leipzig. Karl Horn, 
"Deutsche Balladen"; Diesterweg, Frankfurt a/Main. 

These collections contain a large variety for the teacher to select from for 
different occasions and for different classes. 



